

The Case ©f the Doctored Transcripts 



'7 don 't give a shit what happens . / want you all to stone- 
wall it, lei them plead the Fifth Amendment, cover up or any- 
thing else if it’ll save it— save the plan . That’s the whole point 
. . . We re going to protect our people, if we can. ’’ 

Thus spoke Richard Nixon to some of his top aides on 
March 22, 1 97 3 , as he urged them not to cooperate with the 
many investigations of the Watergate scandal that were get- 
ting hotter. His words were tape-recorded, of course, like most 
conversations in the Oval Office. But this particular call for a 
continued cover-up was somehow omitted from a transcript 
of the March 22 meeting that the White House finally released 
—under duress— last April. 

The President's instructions to his lieutenants* emerged 
now because the House Judiciary Committee made its own 
transcripts of eight White House tapes that were turned over 
to the committee by Federal Judge John Sirica. When the com- 
mittee published this material last week, observers quickly dis- 
covered scores of discrepancies between the White House 
transcripts and the committee's versions, 

♦Present at the meeting were: the President, H.R. Haldeman, John Ehr- 
Jichman, John Dean and John Mitchell 
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Some stenographic errors were inevitable in so large a 

( mass of material, but curiously, in practically every instance, 
the mistakes in the White House transcripts put the Pres- 
ident in a better light than did the committee’s corrected doc- 
uments. To Nixon’s critics on Capitol Hill, the many omis- 
sions and apparent misstatements in the White House version 
seemed nothing less than a clumsy effort to doctor the ev- 
idence, to cover up the original cover-up. These revelations 
damaged the President and added impetus to the impeach- 
ment drive. 

In addition to the release of the transcripts last week, the 
Judiciary Committee also published an extraordinary body 
of evidence concerning the Watergate case— eight volumes 
in all of more than 4,000 pages (see following story ). 

Unhelpful WiTn esses. In the meantiihe, the committee 
moved ahead toward an impeachment vote, now expected by 
the end of the month. For a time last week it appeared that 
the vote might be delayed until mid- August* and a curious ex- 
change of notes took place between House leaders sitting at, 
of all places, the President's table. While listening to a White 
House briefing from Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, 
House Speaker Carl Albert slipped a piece of paper to Dem- 
ocratic House Leader Thomas (“Tip”) O’Neill on which he ob- 
served that the Rodino committee was now running a month 
behind schedule. O’Neill quickly scribbled a reply: he had 
talked to Chairman Peter Rodino, and the committee would 
damned well vote soon. 

The first four witnesses who testified before the commit- 
tee in closed session last week had all been requested by the 
President's special counsel, James St Clair. His aim has been 
to narrow the grounds for impeachment by maintaining to 
the committee that it must establish a direct Jink between 
Nixon and a criminal offense: in this case, the payment of 
hush money to Convicted Watergate Conspirator E< Howard 
Hunt on March 21, 1973. Accordingly, he wanted the wit- 
nesses to declare that Nixon had not specifically ordered the 
payment of the $75,000 to Hunt. But no witness remembered 
the timing of the payment in such a way as to absolve Nixon 
of involvement in the incident. 

The week’s first witness was Frederick LaRue, onetime as- 
sistant to John Mitchell at the Committee for the Re-Elec- 
tion of the President, who said that he could not remember 
exactly when John Dean had telephoned him about paying 
Hunt, Another witness, William O. Bittman, former attorney 
for Hunt, was equally unffiuminating. 

Noi ling Water. The third witness, former Attorney Gen- 
eral John Mitchell, betrayed a failing memory of almost dis- 
maying proportions. But he remembered precisely that HR. 
(Bob) Haldeman, then the White House chief of staff, had 
not mentioned the payment of hush money when he tele- 
phoned Mitchell in Manhattan on March 21, 1973. It was for 
this reason that St. Clair had wanted Mitchell as a witness: to 
demonstrate that Haldeman had not passed on instructions 
from Nixon to see that Hunt was paid off. 

Instead, said Mitchell, he had discussed the proposed pay- 
ment with LaRue, who had asked Mitchell whether he thought 
the money should be paid. Mitchell said he replied that if the 
money was to be used for legal fees, he would advise LaRue 
to pay it. 

Neither Democrats nor Republicans seemed much im- 
pressed by Mitchell’s testimony. “He has what I call a con- 
venient memory, it’s selective,” declared Congressman George 
Danielson, a California Democrat. Trying to get information 
from Mitchell, he added, was “like trying to nail a drop of 
water to the waR” Republican M, Caldwell Butler of Vir- 
ginia allowed that as a result of Mitchell’s appearance, “the 
sum total of human knowledge is not changed a bit” Added 
Republican Tom Railsback of Illinois: “Mitchell personifies 
the stonewall.” 

Then came John Dean, the star of last summer’s Wa- 
tergate committee hearings, St, Clair had hoped to discredit 
Dean as a witness, since it was the former White House coun- 
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